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Far from home and out of the loop
Imagine many of Hong Kong's prominent establishment figures - businessmen and politicians - staying at the same hotel for over 10 days. Now imagine putting a lot of Hong Kong TV and newspaper news teams in there with them. The reporters would have a field day.
That is pretty much the scene around the Hong Kong delegations to the National People's Congress and Chinese People's Political Consultative Conference meetings every year in Beijing. This month's sessions were my third time.
It is easy for the press to catch you, because they know you will be coming and going from meeting rooms or taking a bus to the Great Hall of the People. One year, they zeroed in on a tycoon who had highly publicised family issues. This year, it was the dispute over ATV.
The media also like to get sound bites about Hong Kong affairs, especially from outspoken CPPCC members. This is why comments about sensitive issues like Article 23 legislation suddenly appear in the Hong Kong news at this time of year. It does not mean these issues are being discussed at the formal meetings in Beijing, just that a reporter has managed to get a controversial opinion from a deputy.
Being away from Hong Kong for so long, our local representatives can actually get a bit out of touch with what is happening at home.
One reporter asked me what I thought about the proposal to sell more Home Ownership Scheme flats. It was big news in Hong Kong but I didn't know anyone had made the proposal. We get asked what we think about other deputies' comments that have made headlines in Hong Kong but which we still haven't heard about.
This gives the city's delegates more of an incentive to socialise with the media. The reporters obviously like the opportunity to sit down and have a drink with a delegate to see if they can learn anything interesting. To delegates, the reporters are a good source of news and gossip from home.
The NPC and CPPCC are concerned with national affairs, of course, so Hong Kong's local issues - especially some of the more sensational stories our media love - obviously do not play much, if any, part in the agenda.
When meeting NPC members from the mainland and discussing national policy, such as health care reform, the Hong Kong deputies sometimes find that, again, they are not really in the loop. Our counterparts from Shanghai, for example, will have much deeper knowledge and experience of the issue. Owing to the nature of their work, CPPCC members probably mix with mainland colleagues more than NPC members during the sessions.
The press conference by senior national leaders is one of the most important parts of the event for deputies, though, like everyone else, we watch it on television. We don't get any specific briefings beforehand on what questions are likely and what the government line will be.
People in Hong Kong probably assume those of us in Beijing are in the thick of everything. But, in truth, Hong Kong often learns what's happening before most other people in China - including our deputies.
